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Abstract 
We discuss the value of visual research methods for empowering participation and dialogue in researching young masculinity. 
The purpose is to review the benefits and limitations of participatory visual methods in young masculinity research to better 
understand the construction of masculine identity in context. The discussion is illustrated with reference to examples from 
completed research projects in young masculinity conducted by the reviewers and which used various participatory visual 
research methods. These methods included autophotography, photo-elicitation, biographical drawings and combining visual 
methods with individual interviews or focus groups. Examples from the completed research demonstrate the usefulness of 
participatory visual research methods in facilitating opportunities for collaborative, contextual and credible qualitative data. The 
examples from the completed research were used to highlight the value of participatory visual methods and some of the 
challenges in analysing complex multi-source data, the additional resources required and the practical demands of participatory 
visual research. Participatory visual research provide innovative opportunities for researching youth identities by facilitating 
perspectives on the dialogical and dynamic processes of identity positioning within spatio-temporal contexts. 
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1. Introduction 
The value of participatory visual research (PVR) methods in researching young masculinity is discussed with 
reference to completed original research done with adolescent boys in South Africa (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007; 
 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +27-83-768-2643; fax: +27-33-394-1787. 
E-mail address: david.blackbeard1@gmail.com 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of CPSYC 2014.
86   David Blackbeard and Graham Lindegger /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  165 ( 2015 )  85 – 93 
 
Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2014).  Conceptually, this research has been largely based upon a combination of 
Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010) with Connell’s ‘new sociology of men’ and 
hegemonic masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The construct of hegemonic masculinity as a set of 
perceived standards and expectations was conceptualized within Dialogical Self Theory as a central, influential 
voiced self-position within the contextualized matrix of the extended self (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010).  
1.1. Young masculinity studies 
Over the past ten years, there has been a burgeoning of interest in young masculinity by researching 
psychologists in South Africa (Morrell, Jewkes, & Lindegger, 2012). These studies have followed the wave of 
young masculinity research from developed countries, most notably the work done in British schools. This research 
has included school-based ethnography (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Haywood & Mac an Ghaill, 1997) in which emphasis 
was placed on the social construction of masculinities through power and school micro-cultures and work by 
discursive psychologists on the instantiation of identities in conversational rhetoric (Wetherell & Edley, 1999) . 
Discursive psychoanalytic studies with adolescent boys further connected the linguistic positioning of masculine 
discourses in relation to unconscious and emotional processes of young masculinity construction (Frosh, Phoenix & 
Pattman, 2002).  
 
South African young masculinity researchers have also applied Connell’s ‘new sociology of men’ in various 
ways (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Messerschmidt, 2012). Particularly in this context there has been a 
developing emphasis on multiple masculinities and the idea of multiple hegemonies of masculinity occurring 
through diversity and discursive fluidity (Morrell, Jewkes, & Lindegger, 2012). There has also been a focus on 
young masculinities, especially from educational and psychological researchers South African psychological and 
educational researchers (Morrell, Jewkes, & Lindegger, 2012), reflecting the links between young masculinities and 
risks experienced by and associated with younger men and adolescent boys, for example performative masculinities 
and HIV risk (Lindegger & Maxwell, 2007) and the high rates of gender-based violence and interpersonal violence 
in South African society (Jewkes, Sikweyiya, Morrell & Dunkle, 2011, Kaminer & Eagle, 2010). It has been 
extensively noted by trauma researchers that South African men are most likely to victims of criminal violence and 
that South African women and girls are at exceptional risk of experiencing intimate partner violence and sexual 
violence (Kaminer & Eagle, 2010). Links between these forms of violence and constructions of masculinity have 
been extensively investigated in qualitative and quantitative studies, for example, the recent research exploring the 
pathways to non-violent masculinities in schools (Hamlall, 2013) 
 
Local research has not only focused on the problems of masculinity but on transforming masculinities and 
sustaining alternate forms of masculinity.  Researchers have noted that ‘key experiences’ or significant challenges 
have been potential moments of transition in which alternatives for problematic masculinities have been made 
possible, these can include experiencing or witnessing violence, becoming a father or being diagnosed with a 
chronic medical condition (Walker, 2005; Mfecane, 2008). For adolescent boys, possibilities for change can include 
opportunities for less conventional masculine performance, for example peer-based group interventions (Lindegger 
& Maxwell, 2007), fulfilling the role of a peer counsellor (Davies & Eagle, 2007) or constructing masculinity as a 
person with a disability (Joseph & Lindegger, 2007). Local research with adolescent boys and young men has been 
characterized by a range of qualitative methods. These have included the use of focus groups (Joseph & Lindegger, 
2007; Lindegger & Maxwell, 2007), autophotography and photo-elicitation interviews (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 
2007; Davies & Eagle, 2007; Langa, 2008) and the use of biographical drawings with reflective interviews 
(Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2014).   
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1.2. Participatory visual methods 
Participatory visual methods encompass a range of strategies for activating research processes which are situated 
within the participants’ space and time contexts. These methods are also participant-centred in the sense that the 
participant actively produces in meaning-making through collaborative processes as individual participants and/or as 
a participatory group. These methods are in contrast with the more familiar techniques of semi-structured interviews 
and focus groups as standard methods for qualitative researchers (Kesby, Fenton, Boyle, & Power, 2003). As has 
been noted by youth identity researchers, semi-structured interviews can be problematic if used as a single data 
source in a ‘once-off’ way and where the researchers’ voices predominates or where there is rigid adherence to an 
interview schedule (Lasser & Thoringer, 2003). Focus groups can have similar pitfalls to semi-structured interviews, 
although have been used effectively in young masculinity research, especially in elucidating the construction of 
identities through peer conversation processes and in identifying group constructions of masculinity and the 
differences between group and individual constructions (Frosh et al, 2002). 
 
Examples of participatory visual methods include as follows:  
 
• Household maps and time use diaries with accompanying interviews (Silverstone & Hirsch, 1994). 
• Autophotography with photo-elicitation interviews (Karlsson, 2001). 
• Biographical time lines, media images and photo-elicitation interviews (Munro, 2010). 
• Biographical drawings with reflective interviews (Blackbeard, 2011). 
• Video-recording a ‘day in my life’ with interviews (Didkowsky, Ungar, & Liebenberg, 2010) 
 
Participatory visual methods encompass a range of strategies for activating research processes which are situated 
within the participants’ space and time contexts through the use of visual material.  
1.3. Autophotography and photo-elicitation method 
Autophotography is the production of photographs by participants prompted by an invitational questions 
(Noland, 2006). Autophotography is often combined with photo-elicitation interviewing, in which the participant 
provides commentary on the images produced either individually with an interviewer (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 
2007) or in a focus group (Didkowsky, Ungar, & Liebenberg, 2010). Photo-elicitation is inherently interviewee-
centred and collaborative in that the participants provide a guide through the visual material with additional probes 
and prompts by the interviewer or focus group participants and facilitators.  
 
Autophotography data has the value of triangulation, with multiple source data useful for highlighting overlaps 
and perspectival contrasts. Through a process of self-documentation, photo-elicitation also provides a context for 
internal-external dialogue between the participant’s perceptions and the visual record (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 
2014). Unlike a ‘once-off’ interview, autophotography and photo-elicitation provides a process that can occur over 
weeks or months in which the participants and interviewer/s engage in a process of creative reflection and meaning-
making. The contextuality of the method is such that research participants are not isolated and passive ‘units of 
analysis’ without an environment as noted by qualitative methodologists (Babbie & Mouton, 2005) but are active, 
agentive and collaborative in the process in producing contextualized interview data.   
1.4. Biographical drawings and reflective interviews 
The use of biographical drawings can be seen in the context of in-depth biographical research, where the 
inclusion of ‘documents of life’ such as letters, photographs and contextual items provides a nuanced and detailed 
picture of the individual’s lived experience (Babbie & Mouton, 2005). Biographical drawings were used by the 
current reviewers as a visual prompt for reflective interviews with participants in which the creative task consisted 
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of depicting significant points in their life narrative and then giving voice to these experiences in an interview 
(Blackbeard, 2011).    
 
We now provide a brief description of the methodology used in our research (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007; 
Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2014) followed by examples from the research which illustrate the benefits and challenges 
of using participatory visual methods to study young masculinity.  
2. Methodology 
2.1. Aims and objectives 
Study I: We explored constructions of masculinity of adolescent boys between ages 15 and 18 (N=29) from an 
urban school (School A) and a rural school (School B) in relation to school and other social contexts. We attempted 
to understand how individual adolescent boys positioned masculine identities in relation to hegemonic standards 
(Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007). 
 
Study II: We explored masculine self and identity among a group of adolescent boys between ages 13 and 16 
years who were members of HIV support group. We attempted to identify the individual and group constructions of 
masculine identity among the group with attention to how masculine identity was positioned in relation to 
hegemonic masculinity (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2014).  
 
2.2. Research setting, population and sampling 
  
Study I: The setting consisted of two state secondary schools with the population of school-going late 
adolescence male learners. Sampling was a purposive diversity sample (N=29) of adolescent boys from age 15 years 
0 months to 17 years 8 months drawn from two state schools, an urban single gender high school (N= 20) and a rural 
mixed gender state secondary school (N=9) (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007).  
 
Study II: The setting was an adolescent HIV support group at an urban health care facility with a purposive 
homogenous sampling strategy. Zulu-speaking Black African Adolescent boys in early adolescent from age 13 years 
0 months to 16 years two months took part in the study (N=7) (Blackbeard, 2011).   
2.3. Data collection methods 
Study I: Participants were invited to take photographs with single use cameras on the invitational prompt ‘My life 
as a young man living in South Africa today’ (autophotography). Photo-elicitation interviews were then followed by 
focus groups (Blackbeard & Lindegger, 2007).   
 
Study II: Participants were invited to take photographs with single use cameras with the invitational prompt ‘y 
life as a young man living in South Africa today’ and to complete a writing task (reflective journal).  There were 
then individual semi-structured interviews and focus groups using interview schedule with open-ended prompts. 
Individual photo-elicitation interviews were done including discussion of the reflective journal task. In a final 
meeting, participants were invited to produce a biographical drawing to highlight key life events. The drawings were 
also discussed in reflective interview.  As a reflexivity method, post-interview discussion among the interviewing 
team was also audio-recorded and transcribed (Blackbeard, 2011).  
 
2.4. Data analysis methods 
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Study I: An iterative, process of data immersion, fragmentation and integration was followed which involved 
reading, re-reading and verifying interview narratives, using a process suggested by Ulin, Robinson, Tolley and 
McNeill (2002). Interview texts were analysed using structural narrative analysis (McQueen & Henwood, 2002). 
The 371 photographs were categorized and analysed following a quantitative content analysis approach (Silverman, 
2001).  
 
Study II: Thematic analysis of interview texts moved through steps of familiarization, theme induction, theme 
coding and elaboration. Qualitative and quantitative content analysis of the biographical drawings and the 80 
photographs was iteratively dialogued with the steps of the thematic analysis in order to integrate final presentation 
of the analysed verbal and visual data. The dialogue between visual and verbal data allowed for triangulation and 
highlighted comparisons and contradictions among data sources (Blackbeard 2011).   
3. Results 
We provide four examples from the studies to illustrate the benefits and practical challenges of participatory 
visual research in exploring constructions of young masculinity in context. 
 
Example 1 (Study I): The content analysed autophotography images in conjunction with photo-elicitation 
interview texts provided a triangulated basis for integrating findings.  
 
Across the interview narratives, participants provided accounts of based upon displayed enactments or symbols 
of acceptability and approval. For example there were various collections of trophies and signifiers for masculine 
acceptability. These objects included medals, posters of cars, models or sports teams, magazine collections, 
certificates and clothing (Blackbeard, 2005). The extract below from a Zulu participant from the urban school, 
illustrates a participant’s account of the motor car as a symbol of power as an adolescent and part of a new 
generation: 
 
Participant: ever since I was young I’ve had a passion for them the sheer power something about 
them 
it makes me feel like a young free South African man I’m not sure what it is 
Interviewer: is owning a car important for the future? 
Participant: yes cause it gives of gives you a sense of independent yes that’s like the main part of it? 
Interviewer: kind of car? 
Participant:  it depends on what I’m looking for there’s quite an amount of variety out there or what 
my parents are willing to spend 
 
In conjunction with the photographic data, the interview was anchored in the interviewee’s perspective and meant 
that the content of the interviews was influenced by the interviewer’s choices of photographic subject. The 
interviewer is reliant upon the interviewee to provide meaningful commentary on the image produced – its content 
but also the purpose and the participant’s interpretation of the image, as noted by Didkowsky et al (2010).  A 
limitation noted is that in themselves the photographic images can have a variety of interpretations (with regard to 
setting, subject, purpose) and therefore are made sense of in dialogue with photo-elicitation interviews or other ways 
to provide participant commentary on the images (such as recorded commentary, captions or journals).    
 
Example 2 (Study I): Participatory visual methods enhance research credibility through prolonged engagement, 
deviant case analysis and constant comparison combined with expanding the data set through purposive sampling of 
additional participants (Blackbeard, 2005).  
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The inductive process of identifying tropes and themes in the interview texts produced emerging findings which 
were then used to identify further purposive sampling strategies, in this case purposively sampling on the basis of 
deviant case analysis. For example, on the basis of interviewing an initial sample of 9 participants at School A, and 
additional 10 participants were added to include more boys who appeared to match hegemonic standards (boys in 
leadership positions and major team sports players) and boys who appeared to be non-hegemonic or atypical in 
relation to the hegemonic standards. This allowed emerging findings to be confirmed, disconfirmed or explored in 
greater depth, thereby enhancing credibility through a purposively expanded data set (Silverman, 2001). The 
participatory visual research also facilitated prolonged engagement with the interviewees with at least three 
meetings over several weeks with each participant which additionally yielded opportunities for participants to verify 
the research findings, also conducive to research credibility. The challenge produced through further purposive 
sampling is that the large amount of data produced from the 29 total participants (including 371 photographs) was a 
limitation on producing a viable integration. Reasonable sample size, data saturation and limiting diversity were 
considerations in retrospectively assessing this study.    
 
Example 3 (Study II): Participatory visual methods were well matched to the theoretical understanding of 
masculine identity within Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010), specifically that masculine 
identity occurs through contextualized dynamic processes of positioning within the self-system and in relation to 
perceived influential or ideal identity positions (Blackbeard, 2011). Given that participatory visual methods facilitate 
time and space contexts for narrative accounts, these methods are well suited to identity research that includes 
concepts such as positioning, ‘situated’ context and the interface of social discursive processes with individual 
subjectivities.  
  
A good example of this was in the last phase of a prolonged engagement with the research participants in which 
biographical drawings were followed by reflective interviews. The biographical drawings matched the dialogical 
conceptualization of masculine identity excellently because the interviewees produced remarkable depictions of 
pivotal life experiences across spatial contexts and in the passage of time (events from the past and the present), 
Reflective interviews were an opportunity to talk about future masculine identity positions and to establish 
participant’s envisaged trajectories of self and others, as seen in the following interview extract: 
 
Interviewer:  how do you see your future? 
Participant: my future I see my future clearly (.) I am going the way I should if I get disturbed 
somewhere that will mean it’s that I do not see myself losing power because I still have a 
long way to go that’s coming 
Interviewer: okay (…) what are your future plans 
Participant: to study yes to study (.) get a job (.) go to college and do all sorts 
 
One of many similar examples, this extract shows how talk around the biographical drawing can facilitate 
reflection on past, present and future situated self-positions. Autophotography and photo-elicitation also similarly 
facilitated contexts for discussing masculine identity terms of masculinity ‘construction sites’ (Blackbeard, 2011).  
Photographic content located a variety of places and settings for the construction of masculine identity in keeping 
with the concept of the extended self in Dialogical Self Theory, derived from William James (Hermans & Hermans-
Konopka 2010).  
 
Example 4 (Study II): Participatory visual methods disrupted the expected power imbalances between adult 
interviewer and adolescent interviewee through a process which facilitates the personal agency of the interviewee.  
 
This observation has been similarly noted by other reviewers and researchers. Liebenberg (2009) notes that visual 
methods increase participant efficacy in research processes by facilitating a process of self-representation over an 
extended period of time. Phoenix (2010) argues that image-based research creates opportunities for vivid, layered 
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meanings because images are resourceful for communication and representation, further noting that mass-culture is 
becoming increasingly visual. Didkowsky et al (2010) note that visual methods encourage the engagement of youth 
participants and increase dialogue because the participants have more ownership over the data and process of 
collaborative meaning-making.  Bolzan and Gale (2012) note that in youth resilience research, visual methods can 
powerfully interrupt power imbalances by creating an ‘interrupted space’ which facilitates collaboration. 
 
In our study, in order to enhance reflexivity, researcher journals were kept and post-interview discussion among 
the interviewing team was recorded and included as research data (Blackbeard, 2011). At some points, interviewer 
perceptions differed markedly from the interviewee accounts and were not in accord with other interviewer team 
members (Blackbeard, 2011). For example, one of the interviewers believed that the boys were deliberately avoiding 
talking about HIV challenges and that the research process was too indirect by not promoting direct, ‘open 
discussion’ of HIV. This creative disjuncture arrived partly from the visual research method which was arguably 
indirect but in ways that enhanced an emic perspective on the participants’ experience. From an emic perspective, it 
was not that the participants were avoiding talking about HIV but that they generally did not foreground an identity 
as an HIV positive person (Blackbeard, 2011). This was one of several instances in which the participants’ 
perspectives were more influential than the interviewers’ perspectives.   
4. Discussion and conclusion 
We have identified some of the advantages to participatory visual research for qualitative studies in young 
masculinity as exemplified in the two studies reviewed summarised in Table 1 below.  
     Table 1. Advantages of participatory visual research 
Advantages Comments 
Visual and verbal data used together can 
triangulate, corroborate and elucidate. 
Autophotography data has limited 
meaning without verbal data (example, 
interview, commentary or journal). 
Visual methods can produce depth and 
variety of data which can be difficult to 
integrate.  
 
Other theoretical orientations may be 
suited to other kinds of methods, for 
example in-depth biographical 
interviewing. 
 
Foregrounds participant perspectives and 
promotes engagement through 
ownership.                                                     
Credibility is enhanced by visual methods 
through comparison between types of data, 
deviant case analysis and prolonged 
engagement. 
                                                                         
Compatible with dialogical and other self-
society conceptualisations of masculinity as 
contextual, situated and positional.  
 
Disrupts expected power imbalances between 
adolescent participants and adult researchers. 
 
 
Participatory visual research methods have significant value for young masculinity researchers as a means to 
enlist fuller, more collaborative engagement with youth participants and enhancing the credibility of research. These 
methods have utility for analysis of masculinity self-construction at the level of group and individual processes and 
for theorizing the self-society interface.  Visual research methods can produce challenging data for analysis which 
can require an integration of methods, as was the case in the studies reviewed. Visual research methods can also be 
more practically demanding on resources, time and require technology, however the advantages may outweigh these 
challenges.  
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